HUMAN RIGHTS WATCH

Egypt: Release Dozens of Protestors Held Without Charge

Detainees Held for More Than 90 Days, Allegedly Tortured

(New York, July 18, 2008) – Egypt should immediately release six men who have been detained for more than 90 days without charge since their arrests following a workers strike and street protests in Mahalla al-Kobra in April, Human Rights Watch said today. Human Rights Watch also called on authorities to suspend the prosecution of 49 others by a security court where procedures violate fair trial rights and to investigate allegations that some of the men were tortured.  

The men, whose names were released by Human Rights Watch, were arrested after thousands of security forces prevented workers from striking to protest the failure to implement promised wage increases at Mahalla’s Misr Spinning and Weaving textile mill, Egypt’s largest factory on April 6. Mahalla residents took to the streets later that day and again on April 7 to protest recent food price hikes. Witnesses said security forces used live ammunition to disperse demonstrations, and news reports said two people were killed.  

“Not only has the government blatantly violated the right of workers to strike, it has refused to provide those arrested with basic due process rights,” said Sarah Leah Whitson, director of the Middle East and North Africa division at Human Rights Watch. “Nothing justifies torturing and indefinitely detaining protesters without charge.”  

Six of the men were arrested on April 6 and 7, and 32 others were detained during a three-day sweep on April 21, 22 and 23. The six men have been detained for over three months without charge, leaving it unclear what, if any, crime they are alleged to have committed. The 32 others currently in detention had been detained without charge in “preventive custody” until June 6, when a prosecutor charged them and transferred their cases, along with 17 others, to Egypt’s Supreme State Security Court.  

In total, the East Tanta General Prosecutor’s Office transferred 49 cases to the Supreme State Security Court, according to a charge sheet obtained by defense lawyers. All 49 men face a wide range of charges, including participating in a gathering of five or more people “of a nature to disturb public order” in violation of Egypt’s Emergency Law, as well as destroying public property, illegally possessing firearms, and assaulting policemen.  

Egyptian human rights lawyers say the men could face lengthy prison terms, since judges can increase criminal sentences in cases related to national security or public order.  

Two former detainees from Mahalla told Human Rights Watch that security forces tortured them in custody.  

On April 10, Mahalla police arrested James Buck, an American journalism student, and Mohamed Marei, a 23-year-old veterinary student who was working as his translator. Buck told Human Rights Watch that the public prosecutor in Muhalla ordered their release later that night, but that police rearrested them moments later. They later released Buck.  

On April 11, Marei told Human Rights Watch he was transferred to State Security Investigations (SSI) offices in Mahalla, where officers interrogated him for seven hours, beating him, kicking him in the head and genitals, and threatening him with electric shock by holding electricity cables so close to his head that he could hear the current. He said the SSI threatened to put him “in the oven,” and that his feet and hands were bound so tightly during the interrogation that he lost feeling in them for four days. He was beaten “into unconsciousness” before being transferred, blindfolded, to a detention center and kept in solitary confinement for 19 days.  

Marei said his family tried to visit him, but SSI officers denied that he was in custody. They then transferred him to Burj al Arab prison, near Alexandria, where he twice went on hunger strike to protest continued detention. He did not see his family for 32 days, and did not see a lawyer for 42 days. He was released on July 5, after 87 days in detention, without ever being told of any charges against him.  

Karim el-Beheiri, a textile factory worker who wrote a blog that supported the planned strike, told Human Rights Watch that after security forces arrested him early in the morning on April 6, they detained him for three days without food or drink in the SSI Mahalla offices. SSI agents blindfolded him, bound his arms and legs, and used electric shocks all over his body during their interrogation.  

El-Beheiri said the interrogators told him they would torture his mother and sister if he did not cooperate, and that he should stop advocating for workers’ rights. “They said I should stop reading the newspapers and keep quiet,” el-Beheiri said.  

El-Beheiri was then transferred to the Burj al Arab prison outside Alexandria. His lawyer, Ahmed Ezzat, said that a misdemeanor court in Tanta ordered el-Beheiri’s release on April 16, and the next day the Tanta criminal court affirmed the release order. Nonetheless, on April 21, before el-Beheiri was released, the Tanta prosecutor’s office ordered him to be detained again. El-Beheiri said he twice went on hunger strike to protest his redetention. On May 31, he was transferred to SSI custody in Tanta, where he said that officers tortured him again and warned him not to talk to foreign journalists before releasing him from custody late that night.  

El-Beheiri now suffers from leg pain, memory loss and severe headaches, and has trouble eating. He told Human Rights Watch that he receives threats that he will lose his job at the Mahalla textile mill.  

“Impunity for torturers continues to undermine the rule of law in Egypt,” said Whitson.  

Egypt is obliged to bring anyone detained for criminal offenses to trial within a reasonable time or to release them pending trial under Article 9(3) of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR), which Egypt ratified in 1982. Egypt is further bound to respect individuals’ rights to liberty and security and their freedom from arbitrary arrest under Article 9(1) of the ICCPR. Arbitrary arrest includes detaining a person despite court orders for their release.  

The Supreme State Security Court (Mahkamat Amn al-Dawla al-'Ulya) was established under Egypt’s Emergency Law in 1980 and follows procedures that violate internationally recognized fair trial norms. In violation of guarantees of the independence of the judiciary, two military judges may sit alongside the Security Court’s regular bench of three civilian judges.  

In compliance with its human rights obligations, Egypt should immediately release the six men detained without charge, quash the transfer of 49 cases to the Supreme State Security Court, and investigate allegations of torture against Marei and el-Beheiri.  

Egypt is the second-largest recipient of US military and economic assistance, after Israel. The US should ensure that any assistance that flows to Egypt’s SSI is conditioned on the Egyptian authorities’ compliance with human rights law, respect for due process, and an end to torture and other inhumane treatment, as well as civilian prosecution of perpetrators, Human Rights Watch said  

Persons arrested on April 6, 2008, who remain in detention without charge:  

1. Hasan Hasan Fouad;  

2. Mahmoud Shauqy Abu al-Azem;  

3. Samy Mahmoud al-Halouf;  

4. Mohammed al-Said Abd al-Rahman Mettwaly;  

5. Kamal Abd al-Fatah; and  

6. Ragab Gaber al-Mahdy.  

Persons detained on April 21, 22, and 23, whose cases have been transferred to the Supreme State Security Court in Tanta:  

1. Ahmed Abdel Raouf Hassanein Mahmoud, 40;  

2. Mahmoud Abo Bakr Ahmed El-Shennawy, 22;  

3. Ashraf Shabaan Daoud Shabaan, 39;  

4. Mohamed Galal Ismail Khater, 19;  

5. Mohamed Rezq El-Bayyoumy Rezq, 27;  

6. Tareq Mohamed Abdel Hafeez El-Sawy, 22;  

7. Moustafa El-Sayyed Mohamed El-Gamal, 33 (released and rearrested on June 2);  

8. Helmy Mohamed Helmy El-Saadawy, 24;  

9. Hamada Ibrahim Tawfeq El-Bassiouni, 27;  

10. Osama Eid Mohamed Abdel Galeel, 30;  

11. Ashraf Mohamed Eissa Salem, 42;  

12. Moqbal Abdel Moneim Ahmed Abo Rahhal, 43;  

13. Ahmed El-Sayyed Mohamed Ali El-Dahhan, 24;  

14. Ahmed Kamel Ahmed Mohamed Ismail, 27;  

15. Ahmed Abdel Moneim Mohamed Dessouqy, 39;  

16. Ahmed Mosaad Mohamed Ragheb, 21 (released and rearrested on June 2);  

17. Mansour Mohamed Mansour Abdallah, 42;  

18. Tareq Farouq El-Sayyed El-Guindy, 33;  

19. Mohamed Shayboub Mohamed Sayyed Ahmed, 29;  

20. El-Khateeb Abdallah Zaky El-Naqeeb, 28;  

21. Karim Ahmed El-Said Ahmed El-Refai, 19;  

22. Ibrahim Samy Hassan Mohamed Badr, 21;  

23. Hamada Zaky Hamadto Zaky Hegazy, 28;  

24. Ahmed Samir Ahmed Abdel Moazz, 22 (released and rearrested on June 2);  

25. Rafat Mohamed Mohamed El-Bawab, 47 (released and rearrested on June 2)  

26. Essam Mohamed Ibrahim El-Saqra, 28;  

27. Ibrahim Ibrahim Abdel Hamid Ammara, 20 (released and rearrested on June 2);  

28. Abdel Moaty Fathy Mohamed Ali, 22;  

29. Ibrahim Mohamed Youssef Abdel Meguid, 23 (released and rearrested on June 2);  

30. Farahaat Sabry Mohamed Abdallah, 39 (released and rearrested on June 2);  

31. Rady Mohamed Hassan El-Zaghl, 33 (released and rearrested on June 2); and  

32. Bassam Adel Abdel Hay Saada, 21 (released and rearrested on June 2).  

Other persons currently in detention whose cases have been transferred to the Supreme State Security Court:  

33. Ali Ali Amin Abo Omar, 38.  

Persons not currently in detention whose cases have been transferred to the Supreme State Security Court:  

34. Fawzeyya Hafez El-Shenawy, 58;  

35. Mohamed Ezzat Youssef El-Zeiny;  

36. Osama Abdel Fattah Hammad El-Batal;  

37. Mohamed Hasan El-Zogby Atteya, 34;  

38. Mohamed Abdel Meguid El-Maqsoud Moussa, 36;  

39. Mahmoud Mohamed Mohamed Ibrahim, 19;  

40. Mahmoud Shawqy Abo El-Azam;  

41. Wael Abdel Qader El-Beltagy;  

42. Mosaad El-Sayyed Ibrahim El-Sharnouby;  

43. Ibrahim El-Metwaly Ahmed Sallam, 23;  

44. Baher Said Hamed El-Damiaty, 27;  

45. Abdel Aziz Fathy Abo Salem;  

46. Ramy Maysara Abdel Wahab Salem, 29;  

47. El-Said Kamel Mohamed Harheera, 28;  

48. Ahmed Mohamed Farhana, 22; and  

49. Basem Mohamed El-Azab Mohamed, 27.
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